THE SILENCE OF

"You're fifteen now," she said, "and since your parents are dead
someone must form your taste for you. Now look at that one, do you
think she's pretty? You don't like her? Well, you're wrong; she's a
little buxom, but has great charm. I had a very beautiful body myself,
so I know what I'm talking about."

Light dresses, clinging bathing-dresses, ankles appearing above
sandals, the movement of bronzed thighs, naked arms, the shapes of
breasts, all became objects of study. Madame de La Monnerie was not
aware of the boy's occasional embarrassment, nor of the way in which
women and some men already looked at him, any more than she was
conscious of the loudness of her own voice.

"Well, yes, look, grandmother, there's a pretty one," Jean-Noel whis-
pered from time to time.

"My poor child," replied Madame de La Monnerie, "you clearly
have no taste, and I wonder why I take so much trouble about you.
You'll never appreciate anyone but prostitutes!"

If till lunch-time Madame de La Monnerie tyrannized over her
grandchildren, for the afternoon, since she spent it playing bridge, she
relied confidently on the effects of the admirable education instilled
during the morning,

Jean-Noel had made friends on the beach with some English people
much older than himself, A fair, pale woman, among others, taught
him to smoke, drink a glass of whisky at six o'clock^ and to lie silently
beside her under a sunshade, while she drew pictures mechanically in
the sand; they always began with male sexual organs and ended with a
bunch of flowers. Jean-Noel blushed a little, while the blonde woman,
her eyes half-closed, watched him, her breathing growing quicker.
Every day Jean-Noel returned to the glass of whisky, the drawings and
the blonde woman as to a drug with which he peopled his nights. He
studied the faint blush which incomprehensibly sometimes mounted to
her pale cheeks; he imagined her "when she would be old"; he waited,
his heart beating a little, for her to make advances or proposals to him;
but she never did. The drawing in the sand and the proximity of his
adolescent body no doubt sufficed her.

There were also two men of about thirty, handsome, slender, delicate
of voice and gesture, who incessantly watched them discreetly, or rather
watched Jean-Noel, and it was with them that he went to swim when
the fair woman was tired of her drawing and turned her pale stomach
to the sun.

Marie-Ange ruled over several boys of her own age. She shook back
her hair, gave orders, laughed too loud, liked being ducked in the sea
or seized round the waist by those she challenged to a race.

The brother and sister often reproached each other with their be-
haviour, which might have been due to jealousy. But they stood up for
each other in total alliance against their grandmother.

465